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spirits, discontented with their mode of life and craving for
new opportunities of advancement, Herein lies the signifi-
cance of the century from 1350 to 1450 as a stage in the
process of manorial decay. The mediaeval organization
of rural labour broke down completely when the villeins
suddenly found at hand alternative and more profitable
sources of livelihood, whether in trade and industry or as
free labourers. The old relations between capital and
labour were for the moment transformed, and the customary
system of land-holding was no longer able to hold its own
in the face of new and more attractive prospects. At the
same time, the period of anarchy impaired the authority of
the lord, and enabled the serfs to defy with impunity the
legal restrictions that bound them to the soil.
The view that fugitive villeins were exceptional1 is The flight
untenable, for we have abundant evidence to show ho
general was the practice of migration after the Black Death.
We may take in illustration an East Anglian manor, Forncett
in Norfolk2, j Prior to 1349 there were but two instances, so
far as the records go, of tenants who ' waived ' their holdings,
and in either case poverty was the compelling motive. But
within the generation succeeding the pestilence, between
sixty and seventy holdings had reverted to the lord on account
of the death or flight of their occupants. Some became
tenants on neighbouring manors, others joined the ranks of
free labourers, others turned artisans.;- At Forncett th,e
manorial system was undermined, not by commutation,
but by the dispersion of the peasantry over the country-side J
The mobility of the rural population is strikingly demon-
strated in the rolls of an Essex manor, Hutton3. In 1281
the customary tenants numbered forty. A generation later
(1312) twenty-five of the names enumerated in 1281 had
disappeared, and eight new names are mentioned. In 1424
out of twenty-seven tenants only one name is reproduced of
the tenants who were present on the manor in 1312 ; and
in 1523 there were only three names identical with those of
1 E. P. Cheyney, in The English Historical Review, xv. 29.
1 Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, N.S. xiv, 127.
* The English Historical Review, xxvi. 337.